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There is definitely something in the air with this issue of Synergy–and it’s called 
‘online learning’. It is not altogether surpris-
ing. The university has made, and is con-
tinuing to make massive efforts to articulate 
and develop both appropriate and critical 
pedagogical conversations that can sustain a 
more strategic and robust approach to e-learning innovation and scholarship. Peter Kandlbinder 
(2004) recently argued that these institutional conversations must continue to keep in circula-
tion, the question: what is educational about technology? I would want to go even further than 
that. Following Ronald Barnett (1990), I want to ask how all these efforts are underpinned by a 
vision of what is ‘higher’ about higher education. Not only should online learning help us shape 
a response to that challenge, but the work it produces should invite us to keep asking it.
Each of the five papers in this issue, engages differently with the way in which the online context 
affords particular kinds of learning experiences for students. It is difficult to ascertain whether 
these academics, writing about their teaching and curriculum, and thinking about its effects on 
their students’ learning, are what Diane Thompson & Dale Holt (1997) refer to as ‘technology 
enthusiasts’. Certainly in some papers, there is the very real issue of workload bubbling away 
beneath their reflections. But in the main, there is hope that these efforts to integrate different 
kinds of technology in their curricula, can and will be beneficial beyond notions of student 
learning. In the first paper, Simone Marshall, Department of English, invited two undergraduate 
students Elvia Yapp and Annastacia Bertalli to offer their reflections of learning in University 
English (ENGL 1000). While there is a WebCT presence in the unit, both students’ narratives 
attest to an experience of its seamlessness. This might be characterised as an absent presence. Even 
though we must learn the technology in order to put it to pedagogical rather than instrumental 
use, its success is often realised when it goes unnoticed, or when it is properly blended. Second, 
Dorian Peters, an Educational Multimedia Designer in the Faculty of Education and Social 
Work’s Centre for Research on Computer-Supported Learning and Cognition (CoCo), encour-
ages us to think about the issue of ‘accessibility’ in the conception and design of our websites 
for students. She presents a number of practical tips and resources that provide a rationale for 
accessibility more broadly. We then turn to a series of pedagogical initiatives in the Faculty of 
Dentistry. Members of the Dental Education Research Group describe the work underway to 
research the clinical teaching and learning experience to support curriculum change. The first 
of the two papers, is focused on a new system of e-assessment where technology both enables 
efficiencies but also provides opportunities for further scholarly inquiry. From Italian Studies, 
Paola Marmini and Nicoletta Zanardi write about the development of the Language Extension 
Program (LEP) to support novice first year language learners. More than the other papers, 
their work demonstrates the labour intensiveness of making the move online. The curriculum 
development process, the feedback from students, the evaluation of the program and their own 
reflections as teachers, both separately and together, often speaks to both joy and frustration. 
These narratives of difficulty are not to be expunged. They ought to exist alongside narratives 
of success as points of critical provocation. Finally, Merran Govendir, from the Faculty of 
Veterinary Science goes against the grain with the way she utilises the WebCT Discussion Tool 
in her unit. Somewhat unfashionably, the posts students make to the discussion area are not 
at all tied to assessment. Merran’s paper considers the impact of this decision on learning, and 
she shares a view of its consequences for enacting an attitude towards the ongoing professional-
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ism of veterinary science students. Similar to the previous two editions of Synergy, the online 
discussion forum at http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/synergy is the space at which you can engage 
with each of these authors in conversation.
And again, we offer the usual odd bits and pieces–a profile, book review and a list of forthcoming 
higher education conferences. This issue, we profile the work of John Currie, Associate Dean 
(Teaching and Learning) in the Faculty of Engineering. With notions of ‘alignment’ and ‘sys-
tematisation’ guiding John’s work, his perspective on the generative processes for teaching and 
learning change make for interesting reflection. We also continue to share with the university 
community, some of the work and research of the ITL. Although earlier this year, we were sad 
to lose our Director Associate Professor Michael Prosser to the Higher Education Academy in 
the UK, our academic development work was recognised by Professor Graham Gibbs at the 
University of Oxford. Graham made the following observation:
Not since the University of Gothenburg in the early 1980s has a single university teaching devel-
opment institute had such an extensive impact on thinking in Europe about university teaching 
and learning, and how to improve it, as has the University of Sydney’s ITL. The Institute for the 
Advancement at the University of Oxford aspires to research-informed educational policy and 
practice and looks up to the ITL as a model.
This edition of Synergy also contains information about two key events. The first, is the devel-
opment of the Teaching and Learning Alumni Chapter. This is intended to be a professional 
development opportunity for those graduates of ITL courses (eg, Graduate Certificate, Diploma, 
Masters and PhDs) in higher education. The second, is a reminder that the HERDSA Conference 
is now only weeks away. The conference promises to be an exciting space for scholarly, critical 
and provocative teaching and learning discussion. Please join us for the conference! 
I welcome your feedback, comments and ideas for contributions. In particular, I welcome your 
thoughts about what we can do to improve Synergy so that it better reflects the teaching and 
learning initiatives and critical discussions in your context. Please feel free to drop me a line at 
synergy@itl.usyd.edu.au or visit our website at http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/synergy. 
Finally, my utmost thanks and appreciation to all members of the university community–students, 
support staff and academics alike, who continue to choose Synergy as a forum to make public the 
scholarship of their learning. In part, this is precisely, what is higher, about higher education.
Tai Peseta, Editor
Institute for Teaching and Learning
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University English (ENGL 1000) has been taught at the 
University of Sydney for one year 
now, over four semesters, and in this 
time its value has become increas-
ingly more apparent. Far from 
being a remedial unit to correct 
writing problems or an ESL unit, 
the course successfully improves the 
critical writing and reading skills 
of students from all disciplines. 
Responses from students to the 
unit of study have reinforced these 
outcomes, a common response to 
which is: ‘I wish I had learned this 
earlier!’. University English is a 
unit designed to allow students to 
develop a critical approach to the 
material they learn in other units 
of study, and to direct students to 
be able to present their views in 
an appropriate academic writing 
style. The value of such a unit of 
study cannot be doubted, as both 
Fletcher (2002) and Nevile (1996) 
have noted that Australian uni-
versities have previously assumed 
students arrive at university with 
some knowledge of academic writ-
ing skills, and yet the reality is that 
few students have this knowledge. 
The benefits of University English 
are far-reaching, with students 
being able to take the skills learned 
into the workforce to apply in 
numerous avenues. The unit also 
prepares advanced students for an 
academic profession, introducing 
them to the skills required for 
professional academic research. 
Particular success stories in recent 
times have involved students from 
the Arts Faculty, and the following 
article introduces the views of two 
students who recently completed 
University English during Summer 
School 2005. Both Elvia Yapp 
and Annastacia Bertalli are under-
graduates in the Arts Faculty, and 
both are nearing the completion of 
their degrees. Elvia highlights for 
us a common feature of students 
entering university today, that even 
above-average, successful students 
have learned neither essay-writing 
techniques nor basic grammar. Her 
comments show us that students 
at university can greatly improve 
their performance and their results 
when they learn the skills involved 
in successful academic writing. As 
a result of completing this unit of 
study, Elvia is considering applying 
for Honours in English Literature. 
Annastacia has been studying for 
her degree part-time, and her views 
show us the development of her 
critical thinking ability in rela-
tion to the writing process, a skill 
that has greatly enhanced her own 
academic writing and made her 
more critical of others’ writing. 
Annastacia, too, is now consider-
ing furthering her tertiary educa-
tion beyond her bachelor’s degree, 
but she also gives us some insight 
into the value of University English 
beyond the academic arena. The 
comments of these students are 
insightful and reveal some signifi-
cant realities of study for students 
at the University of Sydney. 
Elvia Yapp: The art of 
rhetoric
As an English major nearing com-
pletion of my B.A., I found this 
course very useful and satisfying. 
The strategies taught by Simone 
helped me to refine my essay writ-
ing skills and was a real eye-opener 
to what was expected in academic 
writing at a tertiary level. Although 
most of the assessments in my 
subjects were based on essays and 
written tests, I had never grasped 
the techniques needed to write an 
above-average essay. The method to 
writing a credit-level 
essay eluded me and 
remained a mystery 
even when I received 
credits for particular 
essays from time to 
time. 
Mostly, I stumbled 
and wrote with no comprehension 
of what markers were looking for 
besides the content of the subject 
matter, punctuation, and spelling. 
Often, I was unsure even on these 
points. I was not taught grammar at 
school and was oblivious to issues 
such as the formal use of colons 
and semi-colons in essay writing. 
Recently I discovered these points 
when I had marks deducted for 
using dashes instead.
I was not fortunate enough to be 
taught essay writing in high school 
or university until I participated 
in this subject. I knew how 
to write a basic essay and had 
knowledge that it was constructed 
of an introduction, which tells 
readers what the essay contains, 
a main body, which carries the 
main points of the subject matter, 
and a conclusion, which is a basic 
summary of the essay. The finer 
points of essay writing, however, 
which elevate marks from a pass 
level to a credit level, were never 
pointed out to me. For example, 
what exactly was the active voice 
required for an argumentative essay? 
I did not discover this until doing 
University English, and for the 
interest of readers, an active voice 
can be constructed in a sentence 
when the verb refers directly to the 
subject, without any interruption. 
Using Simone’s favourite example, 
the basic sentence, ‘The cat sat on 
the mat,’ is in the active voice.
Interesting techniques were 
revealed by Simone such as when 
writing about objects or ideas in 
Academic writing skills: Enhancing 
the learning experience of students
Elvia Yapp, Annastacia Bertalli & Simone Celine 
Marshall, Department of English, Faculty of Arts
Simone
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succession, they must be in coordi-
nate form and relate to one anoth-
er. I had always listed ideas one after 
the other with no further thought 
to them. I discovered that coordi-
nate form enhanced an active voice 
to form an argumentative essay. I 
had been oblivious that there were 
actually succinct techniques that 
existed to create the elusive ‘active 
voice’ in academic writing.
Undoubtedly, I could not blame 
my ignorance solely on lack of 
knowledge but admit to the crime 
that perhaps the majority of stu-
dents have committed, that is the 
age old sin of writing an essay the 
night before it is due; although 
it can be done, this practice does 
not get good marks. Having been 
introduced to the art of rhetoric 
by Aristotle, Toulmin, and Rogers, 
I realise that time management is 
important in forming a solid argu-
ment and thesis for a good essay. 
I was astounded to discover that 
rhetoric was actually an art form 
and that these previous scholars 
had set out techniques to display 
the art of persuasion. In con-
temporary university settings, it 
means how to present a profound 
argumentative essay. This was the 
crux of the problem with my essay 
writing skills. All through my uni-
versity life, I had pored through 
articles and books, getting lost in 
a myriad of information which 
did not help me because I was 
not born with the gift of think-
ing critically to construct an essay 
which contained my own active 
voice. Previously, my essays were 
often full of description and read 
more like a story with a surprise 
ending.
Now, after doing this course, I 
realise the importance of taking 
time to construct a good thesis 
and solid argument. Besides the 
finely tuned nuances of subject-
verb agreement and good punctua-
tion, time is needed to edit and 
polish sentence structure so that 
the best construction can be made 
for a persuasive argument in the 
active voice.
Overall, I was very glad to have 
completed this course as it taught 
me a lot and will improve my 
grades in future essays. I highly 
recommend this course to every 
student from all faculties because 
most tertiary level assessments are 
based on writing essays, whether 
expository or argumentative, and 
students will gain insights into 
excellent techniques to improve 
their writing and therefore, gain 
better marks.
Annastacia Bertalli: 
Critical thinking and 
writing
I decided to study University 
English even though I thought it 
would be like porridge: not very 
exciting, but good for me. Since I 
am majoring in English Literature 
I felt that University English was a 
compulsory subject for me to take 
in order to become an expert in 
the study of literature. I assumed 
that since I knew what University 
English was about, I could easily 
achieve high marks and improve 
my academic record. I anticipated 
it would be a comfortable subject 
to study to ease myself back into 
academic study, after an absence 
of a few years. I did not expect 
to get excited, or inspired, by the 
subject. 
The first lecture, however, sur-
prised me. I was delighted to 
discover my assumptions had been 
incorrect. The course proved to 
be interesting and full of practi-
cal information, which I had not 
anticipated. It reiterated the basics 
of academic writing that I had for-
gotten when I focused on learning 
new material in other subjects not 
related to grammar and style. Essay 
writing is not just about answering 
the question, but thinking and re-
writing all the time.
The course was practically 
structured. A lecture, followed by a 
two hour workshop, proved to be a 
terrific way to absorb information, 
and then practice the knowledge 
absorbed during the lecture. The 
workshop allowed us to share 
our bad experiences of academic 
writing, and we learned from each 
others’ mistakes. We could take in 
the rules of academic writing, and 
then practice these fundamental 
elements in the workshop. 
The prescribed text book, Essentials 
of Academic Writing, covered 
the foundations of the lecture 
material that Simone, our lecturer, 
expanded on, and we used the 
text extensively during our in-
class assignments. Simone also 
included other interesting material 
such as historical tit-bits regarding 
the development of the English 
language. In the past, many of us 
had focused on writing our essays, 
rather than spending preparatory 
time on planning, researching, and 
structuring. I came to realise that 
the learning process in English is 
limitless.
The in-class editing assignments 
taught us how to critically edit 
other people’s writing, which was 
easier than editing our own work 
because we were not emotionally 
attached to the words. When it 
came time to write our own essays, 
we found it was easier to be critical 
having learned the skills to do so. 
Once we discovered this it was 
easier to be more brutal with our 
own words and constructions. 
University English had a significant 
online component. Relatively easy 
quizzes in class prepared us for the 
more challenging online quizzes. 
The quizzes were fun because I was 
not afraid to get answers wrong. 
I could actively see where I went 
wrong, and actually engage with 
the subject. Rather than doing 
the quiz and waiting for results at 
a later date, we received the results 
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quickly, which included feedback 
about why the answers were right 
or wrong.
Like Elvia, I did not know that 
rhetoric was an art form. I am 
interested in pursuing a career in 
law, and I was excited to discover 
that learning to master the art of 
rhetoric would make my arguments 
more persuasive. It was interesting to 
learn that I could make my essays 
more convincing for readers by 
using the logic used in rhetoric. I 
learned about a variety of rhetorical 
styles, which could be applied to 
any argument or point of view. 
This excited me and made me want 
to learn more about the history of 
rhetoric. I also wanted to learn more 
about how I could apply different 
rhetorical styles to my arguments to 
make my arguments more rational 
and compelling.  
I have found that the lessons I 
learned in University English have 
helped me immensely in the work 
place. It is easier to construct memo-
randums and formal emails to my 
superiors because I am not afraid of 
writing in a way that would embar-
rass me. Now Senior Associates and 
Partners are consulting me about 
grammatical correctness and sen-
tence structure. I can confidently 
edit their work, assured that I have 
learned the best methods. This has 
boosted my value in the work place, 
not to mention my confidence. Now 
I am considering a future where I 
can use these editing skills.
I expected University English would 
teach us to write in an old fashioned 
but traditional manner. Once again 
I was surprised. Simone told us 
about words and phrases that are 
outdated. She explained that certain 
methods of writing are no longer 
used in contemporary academic 
writing. We learned that we should 
not use Latin terms unless the disci-
pline we are studying requires it (like 
terms used in science). University 
English educated me about how 
academic writing is expressed today. 
The language is constantly chang-
ing, and it was good to know that 
I was being kept abreast of current 
academic trends. 
I recommend University English to 
senior and post-graduate students. 
Now, I cannot read or write without 
remembering the lessons I learned 
in University English. It made me 
look critically at prose and to use 
my own judgment when assessing 
other people’s writing, rather than 
believing whoever wrote the piece 
must be right and know something 
that I don’t. I have the confidence 
to know what is right and wrong, 
which makes the whole experience of 
academic writing more enjoyable.
Conclusions
As the words of these two students 
indicate, University English has 
proven to be of great benefit in 
their academic life, but significantly 
both students also state how valuable 
the lessons of this unit of study will 
be for them in the future, whatever 
profession they later choose to 
follow. Also particularly apparent 
is that both Elvia and Annastacia 
show how University English has 
made them re-think and reconsider 
the writing process in relation to 
academic writing, so that they are 
both more critical assessors and 
thinkers, which transfers to their essay 
writing ability, and to their ability 
to deeply absorb and understand 
information. As educators, we strive 
constantly to ensure our students 
develop the ability to think critically 
(Bauldauf, 1997, p. 2), a skill that 
transfers across curricula and into 
the wider world.
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Elvia Yapp is completing her last 
semester of a Bachelor of Arts 
degree, majoring in English litera-
ture, Film Studies and Government 
and International Relations. Prior 
to attending the University of 
Sydney, she was at the University 
of New England, studying via cor-
respondence until transferring to 
the University of Sydney. Interested 
in reading classics, watching plays 
and films, after completing her 
degree she plans to gain employ-
ment and travel to Europe. She 
is also considering further post-
graduate study in the future. 
Born in Bougainville, Papua New 
Guinea, Annastacia Bertalli 
was christened by a German 
missionary priest in a native village 
called Loloho (pidgin for the word 
lollypop).  Her parents left the 
island of Bougainville because 
of the civil unrest caused over 
the Panguna copper mine.  After 
moving around country Australian 
towns in Queensland, New South 
Wales, and Victoria, approximately 
every two years, she attended her 
final years of high school at Star 
of the Sea College in Southport, 
Queensland.  Annastacia has an 
eclectic work history that includes 
working in hospitality, fashion, 
advertising, financial services, IT 
consulting, and law.  Annastacia 
passed the NSW Law Society’s legal 
secretarial course with distinction, 
and achieved 98% for Corporate 
Law.  Annastacia has worked as an 
executive assistant for the General 
Counsel of Deloitte Consulting. 
Her next role was assisting the 
General Counsel for Deloitte 
Touché Tohamatsu.  Annastacia 
is currently working full time as a 
paralegal for Freehills law firm in 
Sydney.  She is an undergraduate 
Arts student, majoring in English 
Literature. She is interested in 
pursuing an academic career path, 
and she would also like to complete 
a law degree with the University 
of Sydney.  Annastacia dreams of 
returning to Bougainville one day 
to make an ethnographic film.
Dr Simone Celine Marshall BA 
(Victoria), BA Hons (Waikato), MA 
Hons (Waikato), PhD (Sydney), 
is an Associate Lecturer in the 
Department of English. Prior to 
pursuing an academic career, 
Simone taught English in both 
India and Korea. In 2004 she 
was awarded an Excellence in 
Tutoring Award by the Faculty of 
Arts; she has also taught ENGL 
1000 University English for the past 
four semesters, including Winter 
School and Summer School. 
Simone is particularly concerned 
with the introduction of computing 
technology into higher education, 
having published several articles in 
this area, and contributes to several 
ICT journals as a reviewer.
You can engage with Elvia, 
Annastacia and Simone in a 
conversation about their experi-
ences teaching, and learning in 
University English. Visit the online 
discussion forum at:
www.itl.usyd.edu.au/synergy/forum
or email Simone at:
Simone.Marshall@arts.usyd.edu.au
...I anticipated it would be a 
comfortable subject to study to 
ease myself back into academic 
study, after an absence of a 
few years. I did not expect to 
get excited, or inspired, by the 
subject.
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T&L snapshots
Have you registered 
for the HERDSA 
Conference yet?
Here’s a snapshot of the program. 
 
Pre-conference workshop
program
• Making assessment 
support student learning: 
principles, practices and 
evaluation of impact 
Graham Gibbs, Director, 
Institute for the Advancement 
of University Learning 
University of Oxford, UK
• The Life of an Academic 
Developer: what do we do and 
why do we do it? 
Lynn McAlpine with colleagues, 
McGill University, Canada
• Relevance, resistance and 
responsibility: teaching and 
learning with indigenous 
knowledges in universities 
Staff from the Koori Centre, 
University of Sydney
• Research-based teaching 
and learning: the changing 
direction of undergraduate 
education. 
Angela Brew with international 
colleagues from the 
UK, NZ & Canada
Keynotes
• Being strategic about 
improving teaching and 
learning: Professor Graham 
Gibbs, University of Oxford
• Organisational culture of 
universities? Community or 
corporate?: Emeritus Professor 
Jan Currie, Murdoch University
• Teaching and learning 
environments in an era of 
 mass higher education: 
Professor Dai Hounsell, 
University of Edinburgh
In-conference workshop program
• New Technologies: 
Transforming the Academy 
Convenor: Denise Kirkpatrick,
 Monash University, with 
Christine Goodacre, 
University of Tasmania
• Getting teaching and learning 
scholarship published: a forum 
with key journal editors
 Convenor: David Boud, Faculty 
of Education, UTS with a group 
of editors representing 8 key 
higher education journals
• Academic Development: 
Troubled Practice in 
a Time of Risk
 Convenor: Ray Land, 
Coventry University
• Pushing the Boundaries to 
Support Student Learning: 
Challenges for Learning and 
Academic Skills (LAS) Advisers
 Convenors: Helen Drury & 
Karen Scouller, Learning 
Centre, University of Sydney
• Supporting Higher Education 
in a Changing World: national 
agendas and strategies
 Convenor: Lesley Parker, 
Planning Director, Carrick 
Institute for Learning and 
Teaching in Higher Education, 
with international colleagues
Highlights from the program
• Universities as knowledge 
intensive communities: 
rhetoric or reality?
• How academics approach 
their growth and development 
as a university teacher
• Making indigenous studies 
relevant for the academy
• Critical and ethical practice 
in institutional research
• Dilemma, paradox and 
wicked problems: the 
profession of teaching and 
academic development
• Freedom of Expression 
and Contemporary Arts 
Visual Education
• Radical wisdom: creating safe 
space for radical conversation
• Mentoring the new academic: 
conversations for individual 
and university development
• Growing a learning 
community for research
Further information about indi-
vidual papers and presentations, 
together with the keynotes and 
both workshop programs are now 
available for viewing at the HERDSA 
Conference website http://www.
herdsa.org.au/2005
Day registration is also available. 
Join us, for what will be a schol-
arly, stimulating and challenging 
set of perspectives on the confer-
ence theme: Higher Education in a 
Changing World. 
3-6 July, University of Sydney
http://www.herdsa.org.au/2005
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Online delivery offers some wonderful opportunities for 
innovative practice in teaching and 
learning. But what 
happens when stu-
dents are unable to 
access the course? 
Students are using 
the web in an 
increasing variety of 
ways. They may be 
on mobile phones 
or tablet PCs. They might be listen-
ing to the site with a screen reader, 
viewing it with a screen magnifier 
or navigating it without the use of 
a mouse. When a web site is built 
to be flexible enough to cater to all 
these scenarios so that a student can 
access learning materials regardless 
of what technology they are using, 
the site is said to be accessible. The 
most obvious group that benefits 
from an accessible course website, 
is students with disabilities. 
The concept of accessibility is 
extremely important in education, 
not only because we have a clear 
moral obligation to give equal 
opportunity to students with dis-
abilities, but because the idea of 
excluding any student from receiv-
ing fair access to course materials 
undermines the learning process. 
Veteran practitioners in distance 
education will have much experi-
ence with the technical obstacles 
that can make access difficult. 
Students in rural or remote loca-
tions, for example, may have lim-
ited access to broadband or up to 
date hardware. So the range of “no 
access” scenarios goes from the very 
high tech (web enabled handheld 
devices) to the very low tech (old 
computers on slow modem con-
nections), to devices used for assist-
ing users with disabilities (screen 
readers, screen magnifiers, naviga-
tion aids, etc.) 
It is also interesting to look at how 
the number of people that require 
online learning to be accessible is 
growing:
• 20% of the population in 
Australia reports having a dis-
ability (ABS, 2003)
• The population is aging
• The number of mature-age 
and ‘life-long learners’ is grow-
ing (Bringing Learning to Life, 
2002)
• The number of portable devices 
(mobile phones, PDAs, etc.) used 
for going online is increasing
One key thing to realise is that the 
definition of disability is not as nar-
row as one tends to assume. Can 
you think of someone you know 
who is colour-blind? A diagram 
with information differentiated by 
the colours red and green may be 
inaccessible to them. They would 
be unable to learn from it. Have 
you ever increased the text size on 
a document to make it easier to 
read? Inevitably, as we get older our 
eyesight becomes weaker. As I write 
this, even I have my document 
enlarged to 125% on screen, and 
some people would consider me a 
spring chicken. While these attri-
butes are not normally considered 
‘disabilities’ in common parlance, 
they are still addressed by acces-
sibility guidelines. An accessible 
website will let the user change the 
text size on screen, whereas an inac-
cessible site may not. For a student, 
a little thing like that can make 
the difference between learning 
something, or giving up. Drop out 
rates among students with disabili-
ties are unusually high at close to 
50% (Post-Secondary Education 
Consortium, 2000).  That only 
accounts for people who declare 
that they have disabilities and are 
classified as such. For the many 
of us who simply have vision that 
is not what it used to be, a char-
acteristic that will increase with 
growing numbers of adult learn-
ers, we might just get frustrated 
with course material and decide 
to give up.
 
Fortunately, there are international 
guidelines, developed by the World 
Wide Web consortium (www.w3c.
org) that help us ensure that no 
student is excluded from the online 
experience. It is these international 
standards that are the basis for the 
accessibility compliance that is 
required by Australian law. Still, 
according to a recent study, up to 
59% of university websites are not 
accessible to students with disabili-
ties (Loiacono, 2004). We have a 
fair way to go before all learning is 
inclusive, but the word is spreading 
and awareness is the key. 
Fortunately, the recent redesign of 
the University of Sydney website 
has made it compliant to the mini-
mum international requirements 
(there are three levels, ‘priority 1’ 
being the minimum and ‘prior-
ity 3’ being the most complete). 
However, there is no current insti-
tutional process for making course 
websites compliant. 
What can I do to 
make my sites and 
learning materials more 
accessible?
It is not hard to make a site acces-
sible to, at least, the minimum 
set of guidelines–it just takes a 
bit of knowledge. Here are some 
approaches you can take to make 
your websites and course material 
more accessible:
Accessibility - an inclusive 
approach to online learning
Dorian Peters, Centre for Research on Computer 
Supported Learning and Cognition (CoCo)
Faculty of Education and Social Work
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• Ask for it. If someone else builds 
your material or website, ask 
them to make sure it is acces-
sible. If they do not know what 
you mean, you can send them 
to CoCo’s Accessible Online 
Learning guide:http://coco.edfac.
usyd.edu.au/Guides/Accessible_
Elearning. At the very least, ask 
them to incorporate the W3C 
quick tips shown below.
• Learn the basics. If you create 
some of your own HMTL docu-
ments, then learn the accessibil-
ity basics. Most of the guidelines 
are encapsulated in the W3C 
quick tips below. 
• Remember the golden rule. 
The golden rule of accessibil-
ity is “Provide an alternative”. 
If you think someone may not 
be able to access certain mate-
rial because, for example, it is 
entirely visual, then provide 
a text description. When you 
design projects, include options 
that take into account differ-
ent kinds of abilities. Making 
material accessible should never 
mean that you refrain from using 
rich learning material that would 
benefit the majority of the class. 
For example, you would not 
remove a video simply because 
someone hard of hearing may 
not be able to access the sound. 
You just include a transcript or 
captions with it. The trick is to 
provide an alternative. 
How do I do it myself?
• One day at a time. One way to 
learn the accessibility basics is 
to do it one day at a time: www.
diveintoaccessibiliy.com has the 
information you need broken 
down into 30 days of bite-sized 
pieces.
• Go to a workshop. The Royal 
Institute for the blind offers 
workshops on web accessibil-
ity. CoCo also offers occasional 
workshops on accessible online 
learning.  
• Read up online. The W3C 
Standards organisation has all 
the information you need but 
it tends to be overwhelming for 
the uninitiated. If you are not 
a “technical person”, you may 
find this University of Aberdeen 
site more digestible: http://www.
abdn.ac.uk/diss/ltu/accessibil-
ity. The CoCo Online Learning 
Guide mentioned above, has 
links to other useful resources. 
• Grab a book. The University 
of Sydney library has recently 
purchased several books on web 
accessibility including Maximum 
Accessibility and Constructing 
Accessible Sites, the latter being 
for the more technically savvy.
Starting small
If you are new to online technology, 
the guidelines might sound a bit 
overwhelming at first. It is impor-
tant to know that you don’t have to 
do everything all at once. Applying 
even a few of the 10 quick tips 
below will make a big difference in 
making your materials more acces-
sible. Apply as many as you can, 
and little by little, you may find 
that these considerations become 
second nature. For example, it 
used to be common practice to 
title a link “click here”. We might 
have said, “to download the slides, 
click here.” It takes no extra time 
to apply tip #4 and put the mean-
ing into the link itself: “download 
the slides”. Now the link can be 
understood out of context. With 
this small change, the links on 
your page become more accessible. 
A student using a screen reader to 
read her all the links on a page 
will no longer get an endless list of 
“’click here’s, but a meaningful and 
navigable set of options, such as 
“’Faculty site’, ‘reading questions’, 
‘download the slides’.” 
How do I know if my site 
is accessible?
The easiest way to do a quick site 
test is to run it through a valida-
tor. This is as simple as going to 
a website, typing in the address 
of your site and clicking submit. 
The “Cynthia Says” validator at 
http://www.contentquality.com is 
one easy to use validator that 
allows you to select what level of 
compliance you wish to test for. 
When you submit the address of an 
accessible page the resulting report 
shows that all guidelines are either 
met, not applicable or not verifi-
able. In contrast, if you submit a 
page that is not accessible, then 
“No” will appear at least once in 
the right column, indicating that 
the guideline to which it refers has 
not been met. 
To be accessible to the minimum 
set of guidelines (in other words, 
the standard required by Australian 
law), you need to comply with the 
checkpoints listed below.
10 Quick Tips
1. Images & animations: Use the alt attribute to describe the function of 
each visual.
2. Image maps. Use client-side image maps and text for hotspots.
3. Multimedia. Provide captioning and transcripts of audio, and descriptions 
of video.
4. Hypertext links. Use text that makes sense when read out of context. For 
example, avoid "click here."
5. Page organization. Use headings, lists, and consistent structure. 
6. Graphs & charts. Summarize them or use the longdesc attribute.
7. Scripts, applets, & plug-ins. Provide alternative content in case active fea-
tures are inaccessible or unsupported.
8. Frames. Use the noframes element and meaningful titles.
9. Tables. Make line-by-line reading sensible. Summarize.
10. Check your work. Validate. Use tools, checklist, and guidelines at http://
www.w3.org/TR/WCAG
Source http://www.w3.org/2004/09/wai-nav/quicktips.html
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International Guidelines Checklist
Checklist for all ‘Priority 1’ (minimum compliance) checkpoints 
(Web Content Accessibility Guidelines Checklist).
General 
1.1 Provide a text equivalent for every non-text element (e.g., via “alt”, “longdesc”, or 
in element content). This includes: images, graphical representations of text (including 
symbols), image map regions, animations (e.g., animated GIFs), applets and programmatic 
objects, ascii art, frames, scripts, images used as list bullets, spacers, graphical buttons, 
sounds (played with or without user interaction), stand-alone audio fi les, audio tracks of 
video, and video. 
 Yes N/A
2.1 Ensure that all information conveyed with colour is also available without colour, for 
example from context or markup.  Yes N/A
4.1 Clearly identify changes in the natural language of a document’s text and any text 
equivalents (e.g., captions).  Yes N/A
6.1 Organize documents so they may be read without style sheets. For example, when an 
HTML document is rendered without associated style sheets, it must still be possible to 
read the document.
 Yes N/A
6.2 Ensure that equivalents for dynamic content are updated when the dynamic content 
changes.  Yes N/A
7.1 Until user agents allow users to control fl ickering, avoid causing the screen to fl icker.  Yes N/A
14.1 Use the clearest and simplest language appropriate for a site’s content.  Yes N/A
Images and image maps  Yes N/A
1.2 Provide redundant text links for each active region of a server-side image map.  Yes N/A
9.1 Provide client-side image maps instead of server-side image maps except where the 
regions cannot be defi ned with an available geometric shape.  Yes N/A
Tables 
5.1 For data tables, identify row and column headers. 5.2 For data tables that have two or 
more logical levels of row or column headers, use markup to associate data cells and header 
cells. 
 Yes N/A
Frames
12.1 Title each frame to facilitate frame identifi cation and navigation.  Yes N/A
Applets and Scripts
6.3 Ensure that pages are usable when scripts, applets, or other programmatic objects are 
turned off or not supported. If this is not possible, provide equivalent information on an 
alternative accessible page. 
 Yes N/A
Multimedia
1.3 Until user agents can automatically read aloud the text equivalent of a visual track, 
provide an auditory description of the important information of the visual track of a multi-
media presentation.
 Yes N/A
1.4 For any time-based multimedia presentation (e.g., a movie or animation), synchronize 
equivalent alternatives (e.g., captions or auditory descriptions of the visual track) with the 
presentation.
 Yes N/A
And if all else fails
11.4 If, after best efforts, you cannot create an accessible page, provide a link to an alterna-
tive page that uses W3C technologies, is accessible, has equivalent information (or func-
tionality), and is updated as often as the inaccessible (original) page.
 Yes N/A
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One approach to inclusion, that is 
popular for its ease of implementa-
tion, is the ‘wait until it’s necessary’ 
strategy. This usually means that 
no specific effort is made to make 
online course material accessible 
unless it becomes known explicitly 
that a student with a disability will 
be part of the class. Then efforts 
are made to accommodate that 
individual. There are many reasons 
why this approach is insufficient. 
One of the more obvious is that it 
is left up to the individual student 
to point him or herself out, and 
make their disability known. In 
most cases, where the disability is 
quite subtle (such as the example 
of low vision mentioned earlier) 
the teacher will simply never find 
out. It is unlikely that someone 
who requires larger text or who is 
colour-blind will specifically con-
tact the coordinator requesting 
accessible material. Therefore, no 
efforts will be made on behalf of 
the many students who, although 
they do not have a reported dis-
ability, will still be disadvantaged 
by inaccessible design.
By following a few simple guide-
lines we have the opportunity to 
make our courses available to many 
students that would otherwise get 
left behind. Even just starting with 
a few of the quick tips can make 
a difference. So what are we wait-
ing for?
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...The concept of accessibility is 
extremely important in education, 
not only because we have a clear 
moral obligation to give equal 
opportunity to students with 
disabilities, but because the idea 
of excluding any student from 
receiving fair access to course 
materials undermines the learning 
process. 
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PrefaceThe following two papers 
reflect examples of recent learn-
ing and teaching innovations that 
are underway in the Faculty of 
Dentistry–primarily through the 
work of a newly formed research 
group in Dental Education. While 
both papers relate to, and are 
about improving aspects of clinical 
learning and teaching, a common 
context in the health professions, 
the first articulates both a rationale 
and a research study designed to 
exploit the affordances of tech-
nology for supporting student 
learning through assessment. The 
second explores students’ and 
clinical supervisors’ perceptions of 
clinical teaching for curriculum 
enhancement. In each case, there is 
a clear emphasis on a scholarly and 
research-based approach to peda-
gogical innovation and there is also 
a care for, and a concern to take 
account of, students’ experiences 
of learning in ongoing curriculum 
development. The dental clinic 
is a learning environment where 
patient care is the highest priority, 
shared by both student clinician 
and clinical supervisor. In regard to 
dental education, it has been sug-
gested that “the clinic is the learn-
ing environment to which all our 
students aspire”(Mullins, Wetherell 
and Robbe, 2003) requiring the 
“transfer of knowledge from the 
basic sciences to the clinic by tun-
ing and restructuring of knowl-
edge (Rumelhart and Norman, 
1978). From different points in the 
curriculum process, both papers 
grapple with the following key 
question: what kind of university 
curriculum is appropriate for the 
development of knowledgeable, 
competent, ethical, responsible 
and reflective dental practitioners? 
Paper 1: Exploring Clinical 
Teaching in Dentistry: a 
rationale for a research 
study on integrated e-
assessment
Delyse Russell, Gary Reynolds, Jo 
Fairley, Sarah Hyde, Kim McInerney 
& Tania Gerzina
The assessment of student learning 
is an aspect of teaching which is as 
complex as it is critical in health 
science contexts. Student compe-
tence in the clinical context–where 
students provide care for their 
patients must also be assiduously 
assessed and in clinical sciences, it 
is the foundation and goal of learn-
ing and teaching. More specifically, 
in Dentistry, students must dem-
onstrate mastery of pre-clinical 
skills and a variety of dental com-
petencies before providing care 
for patients. Since patient care 
must always remain the highest 
priority, both the student and 
supervisor clinician participate and 
are responsible for its quality and 
maintenance of that quality. 
A competency-based 
approach to curriculum
The new Bachelor of Dentistry 
(BDent) curriculum has been 
designed to develop and foster a 
range of skills, capacities and com-
petencies that support an ethic of 
quality patient care. The program 
has followed a competency-based 
approach to curriculum develop-
ment (Hendricson and Kleffner, 
1998) This movement to a com-
petency-based curriculum model 
commenced with the recognition 
internationally, that clinical com-
petence in health sciences could be 
perceived to be based on the pro-
ficient practice of a group of syn-
chronised sub-units of skills (Assoc 
of American Medical Colleges, 
1984: GPEP Report; Norman, 
1989; Miller, 1990) and where the 
student clinician is graded accord-
ing to successful serial completion 
of each group (Eraut, 1994). In 
dentistry, there is the additional 
curriculum need to continue the 
grounding of dental science with-
in the foundations of basic and 
medical sciences and to embrace 
and apply the emerging knowl-
edge about novice-expert transi-
tion (Chambers, 1993; Walker, 
1991; Yekovich, Thompson and 
Walker, 1991). Whilst there is 
some critical review of the com-
petency model in medical edu-
cation (Talbot, 2004), dentistry 
continues to define and develop 
component dental “competencies” 
(Chambers, 1994). The BDent 
dental program, in observing this 
international trend, includes dis-
tinct graduated elements within 
the domains of knowledge and fine 
motor skills development which 
students practise and then are 
expected to master pre-clinically in 
simulation. This process supports 
the provision of effective diagnos-
tic, professional and clinical dental 
care. Conceptualising the curricu-
lum in this way accounts for several 
key pedagogical objectives designed 
to develop student competencies:
• It encourages early clinical con-
tact designed to foster student 
reflection and self-assessment
• It emphasises attention to profes-
sionalism and professional ethics
• It is committed to the principles 
of life-long learning
Learning and Teaching Innovation in 
the Faculty of Dentistry
Delyse Russell, Jo Fairley, Tim McLean, 
Shalinie Gonsalkorale, Sarah Hyde, 
Gary Reynolds, Kim McInerney & Tania Gerzina
Jo, Tania & Delyse
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• It aims to develop the research 
skills and the values of scholar-
ship and inquiry
Moreover, much of the curricu-
lum utilises web-based delivery of 
content. 
Clinical dental patient care is 
directly addressed in the theme of 
Total Patient Care. This is where 
students practise the necessary 
communication and reasoning 
skills required for effective dental 
diagnosis as well as develop their 
clinical understanding of evidence-
based practice, together with the 
technical skills to manage the care 
of patient with common dental 
conditions. Drawing on the notion 
of constructive alignment (Biggs, 
1999), the assessment of these skills 
and understandings are integrated 
into all areas of the curriculum. It 
is criterion-referenced, cumulative 
and incorporates self-assessment. 
Gerzina et al (2003) argue that 
students have in fact, drawn a link 
between timely and meaningful 
feedback in clinical areas to their 
development as dental clinicians.
How are students’ 
competencies assessed?
Assessment of student competence 
at “chairside” whilst engaged in 
patient care, is a central method 
of clinical teaching in dentistry. It 
is perceived as an authentic assess-
ment task that supports students to 
decide on remediation needs and 
then make progression decisions. 
It is also a form of assessment 
that is provided in difficult condi-
tions during busy clinical sessions. 
Feedback is most valued when the 
learning conditions contains direct 
relation to a real-world clinical 
context. Ideally, ongoing cumula-
tive assessment of the student’s 
clinical competence would provide 
both the student and supervisor 
with a comprehensive profile of 
where the student is at before enter-
ing the clinic proper. 
Since it has been shown that the 
descriptors used in assessment 
can enhance or hinder reflective 
practice (Schön, 1995; Greatorex, 
2000; Stiggins and Arter, 2002), 
developing reliable, robust assess-
ment instruments and systems that 
are easy to use, and that can support 
both remediation recommenda-
tions and enable progression deci-
sions is crucial. Current clinical 
assessment models in dentistry 
are often closely based on that 
which has developed over years of 
clinical instruction in the program, 
informed to an extent by published 
good practice such as that espoused 
by the Australian Universities 
Teaching Council. Such assess-
ment embraces cycles of supervi-
sor observation and judgment, 
ongoing feedback to the student 
clinician and final disposition and 
recording of a sessional descriptor 
grade. This is then summatively 
cumulated to enable remediation 
or progression decisions. Clinical 
supervisors in dental education 
support students with a range of 
different learning strategies, at dif-
ferent levels of understanding– ie, 
those who are novice, beginner 
and competent. The instruments, 
tasks and strategies for assessment 
need enough scope to cope with 
all levels of student understanding. 
This means that the assessment 
needs to be aligned (Sternberg 
and Horvath, 1995) with the key 
outcomes of the program.
The development of computerized 
clinical assessment and evaluation 
systems has been considered (Biller 
and Kerber, 1980; Armstrong, 
Cimino and Dingsdag, 1998) and 
attests to the greatly improved 
efficiency of clinical assessment, 
however it also warns of the 
complex initial implementation 
period. Much of the reported 
literature in this area notes the 
following aspects or features of 
assessment systems to be important 
to students: efficient and timely 
reporting back to students; 
accurate and authentic assessment 
modalities; descriptive rather than 
grade-only feedback; trend or 
performance data over a period of 
assessment and clear information 
on criterion-referenced goals and 
“thresholds” (Rowntree, 1987; 
Ramsden, 1992; Boles, 1999). In 
fact, Cohen and Silvestri (1980) 
found student improvement in 
clinical skills to be directly related 
to the provision of descriptive 
feedback from assessors. In short, 
the literature points to a need to 
address serious students concerns 
about the quality of their clinical 
assessment and the need for dental 
schools to look for ways to integrate 
systems which readily support and 
sustain improvement of clinical 
competence of students.
The research group in Dental 
Education in the Faculty of 
Dentistry is currently investigat-
ing dental clinical teaching and 
how to improve its value and 
reliability. One such initiative is 
described below. 
Research initiatives to 
improve learning: 
e-assessment
One research project aims to inves-
tigate the use of an electronic 
programmed Mac iPac ® during 
sessional assessments. Sessional 
assessment is currently used by stu-
dents in the first three years of the 
BDent program. They are asked 
to reflect on their performance in 
both pre-clinical (simulation) and 
clinical sessions and to provide 
self-assessment statements about 
the most valuable aspect of the ses-
sion, as well as the aspects requiring 
improvement. To support their self-
assessment statements, students 
draw on a set of common grade 
descriptors. Assessors also use the 
same grade descriptors to provide 
pedagogical assessment of the same 
students. Both sets of assessments 
are recorded by the supervisor at 
the end of each session where it is 
then stored in a central database, 
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separate from the clinic, by the 
Assessment Committee in order to 
support student remediation and 
progression decisions. Students 
retain their own sessional assess-
ment sheet but also receive the 
assessor’s grade in direct oral feed-
back. Whole year sessional results 
are held in the clinics for Year 3 
students to view, whereas grades for 
Year 1 and 2 students are centrally 
held with periodic summary data 
of the whole year provided on a 
monthly basis in a report on the 
program website. Student feedback 
on reporting of assessment data can 
be further optimised, as the hand 
recording of sessional data delays 
timely feedback and does not allow 
meaningful cumulative or group 
comparisons from which students 
can benefit.
The process of sessional assess-
ment is clearly time-consuming 
and labour intensive. At one level, 
automating the whole procedure 
will assist with the administration 
and the display of information in 
several different formats. With the 
use of palm pilots, data can be 
entered and displayed in a similar 
format to the paper based spread-
sheets. But there are pedagogical 
opportunities being opened up 
too. It aims to improve the reli-
ability, accuracy, and value of the 
clinical assessment system by allow-
ing for comparisons between the 
perceptions of both students and 
assessors who are using the same 
assessment grading descriptors in 
the practice of clinical compe-
tencies on a weekly basis. It also 
seeks to improve the efficiency 
of feedback to student clinicians 
as it will now be able to track the 
cumulative clinical assessments of 
students’ performance. The system 
can then provide visual feedback to 
students regarding their own and 
their supervisors’ assessment of 
their developing skills each week.
 
Additionally, at all phases of the 
study, we will solicit student and 
assessor feedback regarding the 
implementation and use of the 
electronic system. Several focus 
groups with both students and 
assessors will be held. These find-
ings will be collated and will guide 
the construction of questionnaires 
to be used with all participating 
students and assessors. These ques-
tionnaires will specifically explore 
the value of the assessment grad-
ing system, as described above 
in– accurately reflecting student 
performance, enabling valuable 
feedback, enhancing student self-
evaluation and in basic ease-of-use 
aspects. These data will be evalu-
ated and used to modify aspects 
of the assessment system found 
for not to be performing for both 
students and assessors. The study 
and data will also be used to 
inform further research in this 
area. For instance, students might 
be randomized into control and 
experiment groups–those who do 
or do not receive the automation 
which means that in future stud-
ies, the usefulness of the tool can 
be tested. 
Paper 2: Exploring 
Clinical Teaching in 
Dentistry: A study to 
comparing students’ 
and clinical supervisors’ 
perceptions
of clinical teaching
Jo Fairley, Tim McLean & Tania 
Gerzina
In the continued work to bet-
ter align learning resources and 
contexts with learning outcomes, 
curriculum developers have turned 
to the research on student learn-
ing (Ramsden, 2003; Biggs, 1999; 
Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). Drawing 
on constructivist educational the-
ory, much of this work is about 
supporting students’ acquisition 
of knowledge and developing 
their understanding of cognitive 
reasoning in line with learning 
outcomes. In addition, this same 
theory also recognises that learning 
...the system provides visual 
feedback to students regarding 
their own and their supervisors’ 
assessment of their developing 
skills each week
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is enhanced when students develop 
metacognitive skills such as self-
assessment. 
Several styles of clinical teaching 
have been reported in the literature, 
but few have investigated students’ 
perceptions of their preparedness 
for independent clinical practice. 
Salkin (1973) observed that when 
the individualised self-paced curric-
ulum replaced the traditional lock-
step pattern of a lecture-orientated 
system, student performance was 
“high, that student attitudes were 
positive, and there were reported 
improvements in their self-concept. 
Kauman (1989) further found that 
when students were involved in 
small group learning, they reported 
less stress than their counterparts 
experiencing the conventional cur-
riculum. Further, Johansen (1999) 
showed that for a clinical supervisor, 
collaborative learning enhanced stu-
dents’ long-term interest in course 
subjects, in contrast to individual 
centred classes.
Much of this research has informed 
the development of a study to 
investigate the perceptions of stu-
dents and clinical supervisors about 
the effectiveness of teaching styles 
in clinical dentistry. It focussed 
on the value these participants 
place on different styles of clinical 
teaching, particularly with regard 
to its effectiveness in preparing 
students to be independent dental 
practitioners. The study evaluated 
any relationships between students’ 
learning approaches as defined by 
Biggs, (ie deep, surface and achieve-
ment), and their perceptions of 
the ways in which their learning 
is influenced by different clinical 
teaching contexts.
Students and clinical supervisors 
were invited to complete question-
naire, investigating perceptions of 
clinical teaching. Student were also 
asked to complete an additional 
questionnaire, the Study Process 
Questionnaire (Biggs, 1987).
Questionnaire 1.
This questionnaire aims to deter-
mine perceptions of clinical 
teaching from both students and 
clinical supervisors’ perspectives.
Questionnaire 2.
Following Biggs’ (1987) App-
roaches to Study Questionnaire, 
students will be asked to reflect on 
their own approaches to study. 
Biggs has characterised a deep 
approach to study as embracing a 
need to engage meaningfully with a 
task, focusing at a high conceptual 
level. A surface approach to study 
in contrast, is often about students 
completing the task in the mini-
mum time and with minimum 
effort, focusing on low engage-
ment with content and often in 
atomistic ways. The process of 
assessment as an aspect of clini-
cal teaching, has been shown in a 
number of traditional courses to be 
a powerful factor affecting the way 
students approach their learning 
(Van Berkel et al, 1995). 
The findings of the two student 
questionnaires were compared to 
determine correlations between 
approaches to study and their per-
ceptions of clinical teaching. The 
study aimed to identify student 
perceptions of the clinical teach-
ing they have experienced and 
the value of that teaching to their 
preparation as an independent 
dental clinician. The question-
naire 1 findings for the student and 
supervisor groups were compared 
to identify commonly held percep-
tions, and to engage in a discussion 
of these differences with a view to 
improving learning, teaching and 
aspects of the curriculum. 
The study methodology includ-
ed the development of clinical 
teaching questionnaire (features: 
six point Likert Scales provid-
ing responses ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree); counter balance of positive 
and negative items; 15-20 items) 
based on the different types of 
clinical teaching styles used in the 
Faculty. The questionnaire aimed 
to identify student perceptions of 
their experience of clinical teaching 
in the themes of student-clini-
cal supervisor relationship, skills 
important for dental practice and 
the application of educational the-
ory in clinical teaching.
All data from both completed 
questionnaires were entered into 
an SPSS statistical package to pro-
vide descriptive and frequency data 
and calculate correlational analyses 
(Pearsons product moment cor-
relation coefficient) with a signifi-
cance level of p<0.05 to detect the 
following:
• relationships between student 
perceptions of the usefulness 
of aspects of clinical teaching 
in preparing to be an indepen-
dent clinician relative to their 
approach to learning
• relationships between student and 
supervisor perceptions of value of 
styles of clinical teaching. 
The study found that to a large 
extent, perceptions of the clinical 
learning environment are shared 
by students and clinical supervi-
sors in that the styles of clinical 
teaching used in the Faculty are 
valuable for student preparation 
for clinical practice. Significant dif-
ferences between the students and 
supervisors were detected in only 
a few areas. One such area was the 
recognition that a critical apprecia-
tion of evidence-based practice was 
an important part of dental clinical 
practice; 66% of teachers agreed 
(and no teachers disagreed) with 
this statement, whereas only 42% 
of students agreed and 20% dis-
agreed (P<0.0013). Students and 
teachers expressed significantly dif-
ferent levels of agreement for the 
statement that there was a clear link 
between theory and clinical prac-
tice in the program (P<0.0029) and 
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that a clinical log book was valu-
able for the preparation for clinical 
practice (P<0.0038). Correlations 
between student approaches to 
learning and their perceptions of 
the value of types of clinical teach-
ing are yet to be analysed fully. This 
information will assist supervi-
sors in clinical dentistry to reflect 
on their methods of teaching by 
identifying teaching styles that stu-
dents perceive as more effective for 
their development as independent 
clinicians. The learning environ-
ment of the clinic challenges the 
roles and responsibilities of the 
learner and the clinical supervisor 
substantially. The clinical super-
visor can be seen as role model, 
assessor, confidant and facilitator 
of the student clinician and valu-
able supervision is characterised 
by joint participation in decision-
making, shared vision, open access 
and creative tension. Exploring the 
perceptions of student clinicians 
and their supervisors in the clinical 
learning environment is a crucially 
important and basic first approach 
to improving the outcomes in 
that environment. Positive effects 
of these student clinician/clinical 
supervisor can be seen in improved 
patient outcomes (Hirons and 
Velleman, 1993) and student 
recognition of teacher effective-
ness (Romberg, 1984). In light of 
this, a mission for dental educa-
tion, and one that the research 
group in Dental Education in 
the Faculty of Dentistry embrace, 
profitably includes the enhance-
ment of the education-care deliv-
ery relationship, even greater 
patient-centredness, comprehen-
sive care experiences and teaching 
and learning reform encouraging 
reflective clinical practice.
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ITL Director to lead Higher 
Education Research in the UK
We farewell Mike Prosser… 
and welcome Professor Michael 
Jackson
Colleagues in the Institute for 
Teaching and Learning, friends and 
colleagues from across the faculties 
recently farewelled Director of the 
ITL, Associate Professor Michael 
Prosser. Professor Judyth Sachs, 
Pro-Vice Chancellor (Teaching and 
Learning) paid tribute to Mike 
as a valued colleague who had 
made an important contribution 
to the University’s Teaching and 
Learning Committee and who had 
contributed to a number of the 
Phase I reviews of faculties on 
behalf of the Academic Board. 
For eleven years Mike was a 
member of staff of the Centre for 
Teaching and Learning here at 
the University of Sydney before 
taking up the position of founda-
tion Director and Professor of the 
Academic Development Unit at 
La Trobe University for six years. 
He returned to Sydney to become 
Director of the ITL in June 2000. 
Mike has had a distinguished 
career in academic development, 
where he has worked tirelessly to 
improve teaching, learning and 
evaluation in higher education. 
His internationally recognised 
research in the area of teaching 
and learning has explored how 
university students and teachers 
approach their teaching and learn-
ing, how these approaches are 
related to the ways in which they 
perceive the teaching and learning 
context and conceive of the tasks in 
which they are engaged. His work 
has been widely published and he 
has an enviable track record in 
attracting ARC Discovery Grants 
in this field.
Mike has now left the University 
to take up the position of Director 
of Research and Evaluation in 
the Higher Education Academy 
in the UK. “When I joined the ITL 
in 2000,” Mike said, “I was given 
the tasks of focusing the ITL work 
to support the faculties in address-
ing the University’s key strate-
gic priorities, of making teaching 
and learning in the University 
focus more on the student learn-
ing experience, and of developing 
the research base of the ITL.” He 
then added with his characteristic 
modesty: “I think we have made 
some progress on these issues.” 
At its meeting of February 22, 
Academic Board also paid tribute 
to Mike, indicating that he had 
“made significant contributions to 
teaching and learning during his 
time here. He revitalized the ITL 
into a significant resource for cul-
tural change in teaching across the 
University”. 
In Mike’s absence, the ITL welcomes 
Acting Director, Professor Michael 
Jackson. From the Discipline of 
Government and International 
Relations, Michael is a long-time 
friend of the ITL and staunch 
advocate of student learning. 
Michael served on the Committee 
to Advance University Teaching 
(CAUT) and its successors (1992-
1998) and in 1989, was an inau-
gural recipient of the University’s 
Teaching Excellence Award. He 
has been a member of the edito-
rial board of Higher Education 
Research and Development 
Journal (HERD) for more than 
a decade. During his tenure as 
Associate Dean (Undergraduate) 
in the Faculty of Education and 
Business, Michael was instrumen-
tal in creating the Faculty’s Centre 
to Advance Learning in Economic 
and Business (CALEB). He comes 
to the position of Acting Director 
with sterling credentials. 
Teaching and Learning Alumni 
Chapter
The ITL is sponsoring an Alumni 
Chapter for those who have 
completed its courses in Higher 
Education. The Institute awarded the 
first Graduate Certificate (Higher 
Education) in 1995 and since then 
more than 200 others have com-
pleted it or a Diploma, a Masters, 
or PhD in Higher Education. The 
formation of an Alumni Chapter 
recognises the ongoing work and 
special contribution of its university 
community to enhancing teaching 
and learning.
An Alumni Chapter offers a further 
opportunity for continued contact 
and professional development. For 
those who shared this experience, 
the Chapter provides a context for 
its members to engage in cross-
disciplinary discussions of teach-
ing and learning, to collaborate on 
research and grant applications, 
and to identify opportunities for 
further career development. The 
ITL hopes its alumni will also advise 
us how we can meet their needs.
Lifetime membership to the 
Chapter is free. Further benefits 
include participation at an annual 
ITL focus 
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dinner, an electronic alumni news-
letter with ideas to extend into an 
email listserve. It is intended that 
the Chapter be self-governing and 
set its own agenda as it develops. 
Further information will soon be 
available at: www.itl.usyd.edu.au/
community/alumni.htm
Please contact the ITL at itl@itl.
usyd.edu.au, or phone 9351 
3725, if you have completed one 
of our programs and have not yet 
received Alumni information.
Recent ITL publications & 
presentations
Barrie S.C. (accepted for publi-
cation). Understanding what we 
mean by generic attributes of 
graduates. Higher Education.
Barrie S.C, Jain P. & Carew A. 
(2004). Generic Graduate 
Attributes: A research based 
framework for a shared vision. 
Journal of Staff and Educational 
Development International. 7 (3), 
191-199.
Brew, A. (2004). Writing for 
Development. In Kahn, P & Baume, 
D. (Eds) Enhancing Staff and 
Educational Development, (pp. 
81-95). London: Kogan Page.
Brew, A. (2004). Conceptions of 
Research: a phenomenograph-
ic study. In M. Tight (Ed), The 
RoutledgeFalmer Reader in Higher 
Education (pp. 214-230). London: 
RoutledgeFalmer.
Ellis, R. A. (2004). Supporting 
Genre-based Literacy Pedagogy 
with technology - the implications 
for the framing and classification 
of the pedagogy. In Ravelli, L. J. 
and Ellis R. A. (Eds.) Analysing 
Academic Writing: Contextualised 
Frameworks. London: Continuum, 
pp.210-232.
Ellis, R. A. and Moore, R. (accepted 
for publication). Learning through 
benchmarking: developing a rela-
tional, prospective approach to 
benchmarking ICT in learning and 
teaching. Higher Education. 
Ginns, P. & Barrie S. (2004). 
Reliability of single item ratings 
of quality in higher education: a 
replication.  Psychological Reports. 
95, 1023-1030.
McShane, K. (2004). Sending 
Messages to a Machine: 
Articulating Ethe-real Selves in 
Blended Teaching (and Learning). 
Paper presented at the Ideas 
in Cyberspace Education (ICE) 
Symposium, Lake District, UK, 
Feb 23-25. Abstract available at 
http://www.malts.ed.ac.uk/ice2/
index.htm.
Strategic Projects
The ITL works to progress the work 
of teaching and learning through 
a number of strategic areas, each 
with their own Working Group. 
The Working Groups comprise 
of faculty representatives and key 
members of the university com-
munity. Visit the web sites below 
to read more about the work and 
outcomes of each of the Working 
Groups. Find out who your Faculty 
representative is. Think about how 
you might contribute to these con-
versations, or draw on them to 
support your own teaching and 
learning initiatives.
Research-led Teaching & the 
Scholarship of Teaching
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/rlt
Contact: Associate Professor 
Angela Brew at:
a.brew@itl.usyd.edu.au
Evaluation and Quality 
Assurance
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/eqa
Contact: Dr Simon Barrie at:
s.barrie@itl.usyd.edu.au 
E-Learning
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/ict
Contact: Ann Applebee at:
A.Applebee@itl.usyd.edu.au
or Kim McShane at:
k.mcshane@itl.usyd.edu.au
Generic Graduate Attributes
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/
GraduateAttributes
Contact: Dr Simon Barrie at:
s.barrie@itl.usyd.edu.au 
First Year Experience
http://www.itl.usyd.edu.au/fye
Contact: Professor Michael Jackson 
at: m.jackson@itl.usyd.edu.au
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John Currie gets visibly excited when he mentions 
the influence of Donald Schon’s seminal work The 
Reflective Practitioner. Along with the usual student-
focus, Schon’s notion of “the swampy indeterminate 
zones of practice” has provided an additional pedagogi-
cal resource with which to conceptualise his learning 
and teaching. In his own units of study, John thinks 
about how to move his Engineering students to see and 
embrace shades of grey. He says, “our students are good 
at looking at things with mathematical certainty but 
unfortunately, human beings don’t always think that 
way. My job as a teacher is often about stepping back 
from being an expert. It’s about developing structured 
learning situations, encouraging dialogue in class, 
introducing students to a range of different theoreti-
cal perspectives and teaching them how to conduct 
themselves academically so that they can cope with 
all kinds of different shades”. John wants his students 
to be “curious about the world and to make a differ-
ence”. In a world characterised by constant change, he 
reflects that “students require skills which help them to 
transform multitudes of data into knowledge, and to 
exercise wisdom in their judgments”. This is the new 
learning context in which Engineering undergradu-
ates are now entering the Faculty, and it is the new 
educational context in which Engineering academics 
are now being encouraged to be teach.
If in his own classes John’s focus is on opening up the 
possibilities for uncertainty, there are aspects of cer-
tainty that pervade his role as Associate Dean (Teaching 
and Learning) and Chair of the Faculty’s Teaching and 
Learning Committee. Since 1992, when he first began 
lecturing in Industrial Management, he saw the poten-
tial for extending his ideas about learning and teaching 
beyond his immediate classroom context. He started to 
collaborate with colleagues in units of study focused on 
developing the professional practice and competencies 
of engineers. He began sharing his enthusiasm through 
team-teaching, and noticed the opportunities for 
professional development and leadership. Soon after, 
this work extended to departmental and faculty level 
initiatives. In his tenure as Associate Dean, John has led 
a number of projects designed to better articulate care 
for students’ experiences of learning. The first notion 
which drives this vision is a concern for ‘alignment’. 
While John is keen for the faculty to improve its SCEQ 
scores, the work it has since undertaken is focused on 
developing an alignment between the curriculum goals, 
structures and activities for achieving learning out-
comes, and assessment, across the board. He says, “we 
have done a lot of work to find ways of systematising 
practice so that students know what to expect, so this 
is consistent with what is taught in the classroom, and 
reinforced through assessment”. In 2003, the faculty 
began an extensive program in curriculum mapping 
to support reform and innovation. Concerned that 
students were making ill-informed decisions about 
their degree program pathways due to poor quality 
information, the process provided an evidence basis for 
cultural change and has been the springboard for a range 
of improvements ever since. “We now have a common 
unit of study template that covers all relevant aspects 
of the teaching and learning process. It outlines things 
like grade descriptors which are then tied to marking 
criteria. It shows students how units of study are related. 
It invites academics to express the graduate attributes 
that students develop in their units of study. So, it makes 
the learning process transparent to students but it also 
encourages academics to make explicit their pedagogi-
cal understandings.” John says, that this is simply about 
normalising good practice. “It sounds pretty simple but 
for some academics it's very different from how they’ve 
done things previously.” He sees his role as developing 
this work as collaboratively as possible.
The second idea that John employs to support fac-
ulty-level teaching and learning development work 
is a concern for systematising innovation. “Another 
project that I’ve been involved in has been developing 
a benchmarking instrument and process that explores 
the strategic level management of teaching and learn-
ing. For instance, some of our learning around the 
development of a new flexible first year program came 
from benchmarking relationships with the Engineering 
Schools at both the universities of Queensland and 
Melbourne. Our discussions with Queensland helped 
to crystallise some of the management issues we needed 
profile
John Currie
Associate Dean (Teaching and Learning)
Faculty of Engineering
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to take into account in our planning (eg, resourcing a 
Director of First Year) so that we had the right mecha-
nisms to support its success, and our conversations with 
the University of Melbourne helped us to consolidate 
our thinking around the need for a sound pedagogical 
rationale underpinning curriculum reform processes. 
This is now an annual process”. Laughing, he adds, 
“we call ourselves the G3”. 
One of the concrete outcomes from all of this learning 
and teaching innovation has been the development 
of a dynamic faculty online database. While still a 
work-in-progress, the database is about capturing and 
systematising elements of good learning and teaching 
and practice as embodied in an academic’s unit of 
study outline. Academics use it to revise their unit of 
study outlines; students use it to make decisions about 
their learning pathways and to check the scheduling 
of assessment; the faculty uses it to make planning 
decisions. John says, “the project we really want to 
progress this year is about integrating the university’s 
policy on graduate attributes into all units of study. 
This is about strengthening alignment, and we have 
TIF funds for that. My job is to manage the process to 
help academics think pedagogically about what these 
attributes might be, and then to support its articula-
tion. The online database helps us to communicate 
that. For instance, a student can visit information about 
a particular unit, read about the ways in which the unit 
develops particular attributes, and the strength of that 
development is indicated in a colour gradation. If it’s 
a very dark colour, a student will know that there’s an 
emphasis on that particular attribute over others. So, 
the database supports the systematisation of an educa-
tional rationale for learning and teaching development, 
change and enhancement.”
Clearly, all this effort to innovate and systematise 
represents a cultural shift of sorts around issues of 
learning and teaching. John doesn’t shy away from 
the considerable challenges ahead. “This is a heavily 
research-intensive faculty, but one that is becoming 
more aware and beginning to 
understand the importance 
of learning and teaching for 
developing capable and critical 
engineers. My job is to make 
the challenges we face known, 
to engage people in discus-
sion about what we might do, 
To explore the online unit of 
study database, visit:
http://intranet.eng.usyd.edu.au/
weg-course-info/current
For further conversation with 
John about some of the key 
learning and teaching initiatives 
in the Faculty of Engineering, 
visit the online discussion forum 
at:
www.itl.usyd.edu.au/synergy/
forum 
or contact him via email at: 
jc@aciic.eng.usyd.edu.au 
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IntroductionThis paper both reports and criti-
cally reflects on the experience of 
devising and piloting the ‘Language 
Extension Program’ as the online 
component of our first year absolute 
beginners course ITLN 1101. The 
unit of study generally has an enrol-
ment of about 150-200 students, 
divided in groups of around 20 
students each. Teaching adult abso-
lute beginners a second language is a 
challenging task. It involves provid-
ing targeted input and instruction in 
the most effective way in order to 
facilitate acquisition of a new code 
denoting a different culture by indi-
viduals with different levels of apti-
tude, different cognitive styles  and 
personal characteristics. The unit’s 
prescribed textbook presents a fairly 
traditional approach to language 
teaching, favouring meta-linguistic 
awareness over language use. Thus a 
need was perceived for variety, inter-
activity, and flexibility. The platform 
we used was WebCT.
The background rationale to the 
project was to:
• provide students with a richer, 
more varied and flexible learning 
experience, catering for different 
learning styles; 
• complement the existing course in 
terms of cultural and motivational 
enhancement-the aim being to 
improve on an already successful 
course which always attracts posi-
tive student feedback; 
• explore what WebCT had to offer 
and take advantage of it.
The Program
Fully aware of the need for the new 
component to be integrated into 
the language syllabus, it was decided 
to follow the adopted textbook in 
terms of thematic content, and to 
choose materials very carefully in 
order to provide the beginner stu-
dent whose linguistic competence 
is extremely limited, with do-able 
tasks, without compromising lin-
guistic and cultural authenticity. 
This proved quite a challenge.
The stated aims of the Program 
are to:
• offer additional linguistic and cul-
tural input;
• provide opportunities for practice 
and communication;
• enhance cultural awareness;
• develop aural comprehension and 
interactive skills;
• monitor and assess performance.
The Program consists of several sec-
tions: Outline, Grammar Exercises, 
Resources, Test, and Unità. Only 
the section Unità will be discussed 
here as the core of the research 
project. Each Unità entails three 
separate but thematically linked 
components–Video, Audio, and 
Task. Each aims to develop various 
skills. Students were expected to 
attempt all components.
The Video (film and television) 
and Audio provide authentic visual 
and sound excerpts, with transcript, 
and are  accompanied by a series of 
comprehension exercises. The Task 
component entails connecting to 
selected Italian websites in order to 
perform a variety of both individual 
and group interactive activities. For 
example, after completing the text-
book chapter which introduces the 
past tense and the verb ‘to like’, 
with a background theme of food, 
students work individually first. 
They: 
• enter the site of the 
most prestigious Italian 
cuisine magazine to find 
some specific informa-
tion  about food and food 
fairs;
• access another site 
to plan an Italian menu for a 
dinner party, select an invitation 
card for the appropriate occasion 
among the ones provided by the 
site, and write it for the guests.
Then, as a group, pretending to be 
in Italy, they have to:
• discuss and organize an outing to 
an Italian restaurant, choosing one 
on the basis of the information 
provided by the given site, and 
then book it.
This complies with Nunan’s classic 
definition of ‘communicative task’ 
as “a piece of classroom work which 
involves learners in comprehend-
ing, manipulating, producing or 
interacting in the target language 
while their attention is principally 
focused on meaning rather than 
form” (Nunan, 1989: 10). The 
advantage of the web is that the 
input data is constantly up-to-date 
and excitingly authentic. Through 
meaningful activities carefully tai-
lored to their capabilities, students 
enter the real world of the target 
language and, while reaching their 
goal, learn how to cope with it.
Piloting and Results
The Program has been trialled with 
three different groups of ITLN 
1101 students– two in semester 1 
and one in semester 2 , and evalu-
ated via questionnaires, ongoing 
monitoring in class and through a 
focus group (only for the semester 
2 intake). Each group was asked to 
complete two questionnaires–one 
‘Croce e delizia1’ of online enhanced 
teaching at beginners’ Level
Paola Marmini and Nicoletta Zanardi,
Department of Italian Studies, Faculty of Arts
Nicoletta & Paola
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at the beginning, and another 
at the end of the Program. The 
pre-start questionnaire aimed to 
assess students’ levels of computer 
literacy and attitude towards edu-
cational technology; the other was 
an evaluation of their learning 
experience and the Program itself. 
The pre-questionnaire responses 
indicated that most students were 
computer literate; accessed the site 
from home; and held a positive 
attitude towards computers as a 
learning tool. 
A total of 48 final questionnaires 
were analyzed and a brief report 
of the results follows. It must be 
pointed out, however, that these 
results are only indicative as the 
different pilot conditions in each of 
the three groups strongly affected 
students’ attitudes. The first two 
groups, who knew that they were 
part of the piloting and, aware that 
their participation would be an 
extra non assessable component, 
appeared to respond poorly to 
what was on the teachers’ part an 
enthusiastic invitation, rather than 
an obligation. The third group, 
which was better instructed and 
instrumentally motivated by some 
assessment value, did respond, but 
a) it consisted of a very high num-
ber of international students whose 
level of English was not very high, 
and b) it was unfortunate that 
these students experienced a major 
technical breakdown in WebCT 
towards the end of the semester 
which heavily affected their per-
ceptions of learning.
The Language Extension Program 
was accessed by 85% of the stu-
dents involved. All sections of the 
Program were attempted according 
to the following: 
• Video 46%
• Audio 44%
• Task  56%
In terms of content, the students’ 
preferences went to Task, followed 
by Video and Audio. Asked about 
the potential of the Program as a 
learning tool in relation to given 
parameters, students expressed 
their opinions as shown in the 
table below: 
Thus, in terms of perceptions of 
the Program as a learning tool, 
the responses were encouraging, 
since the majority are towards the 
positive side of the scale for all 
the aspects under scrutiny. These 
results are confirmed by student 
feedback where 71% said that they 
would like to see the Language 
Extension Program integrated in 
the curriculum.
A few somewhat unexpected quan-
titative data deserve a brief com-
ment. Firstly, 7 students declared 
that they did not access the Program 
at all for reasons that ranged from 
“internet at home was unavailable” 
or “WebCT was down”, to “it just 
slipped my mind” or “the idea 
doesn’t appeal to me”. 
Secondly, very few students 
attempted all sections of the 
Program. The majority seemed 
to choose on the basis of either 
preference of activity (e.g. Task) 
or constraints of time (e.g. only 
the first Unità) and/or technology 
(e.g. video downloading). 
The third point is that a relatively 
high percentage of students, in fact, 
accessed (59% and 78% respec-
tively) and liked (36.6% and 44% 
respectively) the sections Grammar 
Exercises and Test. Following a 
more traditional approach, these 
are useful tools for practice and 
revision. This might be explained 
as a result of students’ pragmatic 
attitude, which in this instance 
could also have been driven by the 
proximity and the nature of the end 
of semester exam.
The final question: “How could 
the Language Extension Program 
be improved?”, elicited a more 
qualitative evaluation which can 
be summarised under the follow-
ing themes:
Parameters Positive Negative
linguistic input 71% 19.5%
cultural input 66% 27%
usefulness 71% 24%
motivation / fun 73% 19.5%
relevance to the course 63.4% 19.5%
Technical Course organization Course content
• fix the technical 
problems
• reduce the time 
to download 
and navigate
• make access 
easier
• better technical 
support, even at 
weekends
• make it compulsory
• make it an assess-
able component
• introduce it earlier 
and give it more 
time
• too many sections, 
simplify into fewer bits
• more discussion-based 
tasks, they were a 
great idea!
• get rid of the tasks!
• more grammar 
exercises
• easier exercises
• make it more visually 
stimulating
• more video and audio
• video and audio were 
boring
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While in the first two sections (Technical and 
Course organization) the comments are fairly 
consistent, in the third they are somewhat contra-
dictory. The comments seem to reflect students’ 
individual cognitive and learning styles, or may 
simply be preferences. 
Critical Reflections
As both designers and teacher users of the Program, 
we’d like to express some of our views about the 
experience, explaining the reasons for the “croce 
e delizia” in the title. Starting from the ‘croce’, as 
designers, we have to mention:
• the amount of time devoted to conceiving a site 
map that could enhance the acquisition process of 
absolute beginners, while fitting in with the exist-
ing curriculum and textbook, and exploiting the 
advantages of the technical tool at our disposal;
• the challenge of choosing suitable materials for 
the level, particularly video excerpts and websites. 
The task was interesting and fun, but again time-
consuming;
• the effort involved, initially, in learning how to 
practically build the various activity types in 
WebCT, and afterwards in managing the Program, 
both in terms of ongoing administration and 
recurrent checking on availability of sites and 
consequently, consistency of content.
As teachers, piloting the Program, we wish to touch 
upon the following points, moving from general to 
more specific ones:
• dealing with the learning needs of student novices: 
this often requires a slow and gradual warm-up 
phase to all aspects of their new environment. It 
requires a lot of encouragement, modelling and 
facilitating, particularly in the context of on-line 
learning;
• the difficulty of getting first year students to 
participate in outside classes: these were activities 
in which they saw relevance, but which were not 
compulsory;
• the serious time constraints of their first semester: 
by the time students have some Italian, together 
with the ability to cope with the given tasks, they 
are already too focused on assessment and often 
make pragmatic choices;
• the group work involved in the Task activities: 
some students enjoyed the challenge of the group 
work and promptly posted their contribution to 
the task. However, they were not always matched 
by similar enthusiasm or willingness to perform on 
the part of other members of the group. This led to 
a more dynamic, or less dynamic, group chemistry, 
and to lower versus higher achiever groups;
• it appeared that low contribution rates amongst 
learners undermines motivation in those who 
do contribute, leading to a snowballing lack of 
commitment and loss of interest. This is a com-
mon pitfall in on-line discussion groups and we 
experienced  it as well;
• technical difficulties, such as the video download-
ing time from home meant that the Program    was 
effectively accessible only from the computer labs 
on campus, thus reducing the flexibility of the 
tool.
On a positive note, the ‘delizia’ part of the equation, 
we are still convinced of the great value of the on-
line component in terms of:
• exposing students to a richer,  more varied, real 
linguistic input, and helping them not to be scared 
by it; 
• stimulating their curiosity towards another cul-
ture; 
• encouraging them as individuals to become agents, 
rather than recipients of learning;
• fostering a more complete learning experience 
while carrying out problem-solving activi-
ties in the pursuit of a meaningful common 
goal, and in so doing promoting collabora-
tive learning.
To conclude, we believe in the validity 
of the Program as learning experience. 
Feedback from the students and evalu-
ation of the Program confirms this. In 
order to make it more effective, however, 
it should either be introduced later, in 
semester 2 in ITLN 1102, or be fully 
incorporated into the existing curriculum 
of the unit of study, and allocated the nec-
essary time and assessment weight. These 
are the challenges that lie ahead for us.
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Endnotes
1 From the opera La Traviata, to refer 
to the two aspects of love, suffering 
and delight
2 Semester 2 intake of ITLN 1101.
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IntroductionThis is the second year that 
the discussion tool of WebCT has 
been used as an adjunctive learn-
ing environment for the unit of 
study Veterinary Pharmacology and 
Toxicology. The unit has an enrol-
ment of 100+ third year under-
graduates within the five year 
Bachelor of Veterinary Science 
program. The unit is presented 
primarily as conventional face-to-
face lectures and tutorials but the 
discussion tool is used in prefer-
ence to email, not only to deliver 
information regarding the course 
but also as a forum to actively 
encourage discussion primar-
ily between students. Discussions 
usually begin with me posting 
a prompt for conversation and 
reflection. I make available topical 
articles and encourage students to 
respond. In time, students initiate 
their own relevant discussions even 
though engaging in this activity 
is optional with no bearing on 
students’ assessment. In this paper, 
I reflect on how this electronic dis-
cussion has been a useful learning 
activity both for students, and for 
myself as the instructor/teacher. 
Student interaction using 
the Discussion Board
What is the value of a non-com-
pulsory participatory discussion 
amongst this cohort of generally 
acknowledged “time-poor” stu-
dents? Is it a learning activity worth 
persevering with in the future? 
If “learning is best conceptualised 
as a change in the way in which 
people understand the world around 
them, rather than as a quantitative 
accretion of facts and procedures” 
(Ramsden 2003:79) then it would 
appear that the learning opportu-
nities afforded by the web discus-
sion can provide each student with 
a context in which to consolidate 
their learning at their own pace 
and discretion. It is an additional 
context for students to test their 
understandings against their fel-
low students. They can pursue 
questions and issues of interest 
to them, and start up their own 
discussions. It is a means through 
which students offer and access 
each others’ experiences to enhance 
the learning of all. I’ve also recently 
recognised that this is a mechanism 
by which technology can be used to 
directly influence learning by creat-
ing an “asynchronous networked 
learning” (Goodyear et al., 2004). 
Thus computerised technology is 
directly involved in the learning 
process by maintaining a dialogue 
and encouraging social interac-
tions (Mayes & Fowler 1999) 
that are important in terms of 
cognitive growth and metacogni-
tion. Learners may reflect on their 
own ideas and thought processes 
having engaged with the thoughts 
of others (Lehman, Bruning & 
Horn 2003).
 
During first semester 2004, there 
were just over 200 postings with 
myself, as the teacher/instruc-
tor, posting 50 times. There were 
approximately 10-11 distinct con-
versations over the time course 
with 34/101 students posting at 
least once. Three students posted 
over 15 times, with 10 posting at 
least 3 times. There was no statis-
tical difference between the final 
grade distribution of those stu-
dents who posted compared with 
that of the entire year as established 
by a Chi-squared test (P=0.602) 
with statistical significance accept-
ed at P<0.05. At the conclusion 
of the semester, 
students were 
asked to write 
a n o n y m o u s 
responses to 
their experience 
with the WebCT 
discussion. 70 
responses were 
collected from the total 101 stu-
dents enrolled:
26 students were enthused about 
how the discussions helped their 
learning. Comments included:
• Was really good as it allowed 
interaction between students
• I thought it was beneficial to 
me because I don’t often ask 
questions so it’s good to be able 
to learn off other people’s ques-
tions
• I thought they were a good way 
to introduce topics of discussion 
that might not normally be cov-
ered in lectures. I liked them.
• It was great. Sometimes things 
like that stick in your head more 
than lectures.
13 students were not enthused 
but did see the discussions in a 
positive light. 
• Some postings were simply 
annoying and time-wasting but 
others, where people asked ques-
tions they were genuinely inter-
ested in, were good. 
• It was good for knowing recent 
issues but didn’t really help for 
precise learning. It was fun read-
ing what people thought or had 
seen.
• While the discussions were inter-
esting for the most part, toward 
the end of semester I was getting 
a little too much information 
overload. 
Utilising the WebCT discussion to 
enhance learning for both 
students and teachers
Merran Govendir,
Faculty of Veterinary Science
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20 students did not think it helped 
them in any way and was a waste 
of time.
• Too much extra work reading 
everything I gave up reading 
the posts about 4 weeks into the 
course as it was too hard to follow 
without spending hours reading 
and thinking about the posts
• Too many people having general 
conversations. Clogging up my 
WebCT.
• Too much rubbish. I read a 
few, but after a while I stopped 
because I was sick of reading 
other peoples worries. I would 
understand stuff, but after read-
ing the discussions, was totally 
confused.
To summarise, 56% of students 
who responded found something 
positive about the discussions and 
29% found the exercise an annoy-
ance to their learning. 
My own learning 
From my perspective, coordinat-
ing and facilitating an active elec-
tronic discussion is a semester-long 
commitment. It involves initiating 
discussion items, being an active 
unobtrusive participant, deliver-
ing timely postings and sourcing 
topical items that will reinforce 
material presented in lectures and 
tutorials in order to enhance stu-
dents’ understanding. There are 
conventional advantages to using 
the discussion tool. A single stu-
dent can post a question that many 
students are curious about and as 
the teacher/instructor, I become 
cognisant of specific or general stu-
dent interests which can be utilised 
to steer the learning material in a 
more relevant and accessible direc-
tion. It also allows me to gauge the 
general depth of student learning. 
It surprises me how often my own 
learning is enhanced. Last year a 
student sourced a relevant article 
of which I was not aware and I 
have consequently referred to in 
my lectures during 2005. Another 
student rephrased some material 
into a novel context which further 
added to my own understanding of 
ideas that I thought I had previous 
mastery over.
What conclusions can be drawn 
from this learning task? Over 50% 
of students thought it provided 
some benefit to them. Just over a 
third of students actually contrib-
uted to the discussion. Even some 
of those students who did not post 
at all considered the learning task 
to be worthwhile. I enjoyed the 
experience of communicating with 
students in a more time-relaxed 
forum and felt my own learning 
was enhanced.  
Student feedback for 
improvement
Most of the student feedback 
comments were about the more 
negative aspects about the learn-
ing activity and can be generally 
summarised as:
• information overload
• perceived lack of high quality 
factual material to directly sup-
port the other learning activities 
of the unit
• demands for more direct instruc-
tor/teacher involvement to 
answer all questions
• the requirement for fast elec-
tronic connections in order to 
easily download postings
• not being able to delete post-
ings 
In the light of this feedback, how 
can this learning task be improved 
so that more students engage with 
it and its benefits for their learn-
ing? Again, students themselves 
have made helpful suggestions 
– firstly, general course announce-
ments and each discussion topic 
should be contained within its 
own separate area. Students sug-
gested that this would allow them 
to exercise greater discernment 
to choose which discussion to 
become involved with. Secondly, 
students suggested that their learn-
ing would be better supported if I 
took more time initially to explain 
the purpose of the web discussions 
together with the ways in which 
peer interaction can work to facili-
tate their learning. While these are 
both helpful suggestions, and can 
be implemented with relative ease, 
the ongoing challenge seems to 
be students’ hesitancy to see each 
other as resources for learning. My 
goal has been to create an environ-
ment where students see worth in 
communicating with each other 
and working with their collective 
experiences to enhance this kind 
of learning.
Is it desirable to encourage more 
students to be active in the dis-
cussion and post and if so, how is 
greater participation encouraged? 
Perhaps some of the ideas discussed 
previously will encourage greater 
numbers of postings. Some stu-
dents feel very comfortable being 
active in discussion and others, 
not so. 
Is assessment the key?
I have no doubt that if I introduced 
an assessment task aligned with the 
postings that greater participation 
would result. However I have avoid-
ed this for a number of reasons; the 
students are very much strategic 
learners (Ramsden, 2003) whereby 
their activity is to amass informa-
tion to pass exams, thus my desire is 
to create an environment whereby 
there is no assessment reward and 
they can subtly experience the 
enjoyment of contributing to their 
own and their colleagues’ learn-
ing. Furthermore this non-assess-
ment environment may influence 
them to transfer this experience 
spontaneously into other learning 
situations required for complet-
ing their undergraduate education 
and as participants for lifelong 
learning. They may recognise that 
assessment does not always need 
to drive learning, but learning for 
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its own sake is enough to provide 
motivation to contribute. From 
my own recent experience as a 
student, some assignment-driven 
postings appear unauthentic and 
further add to the stream of debris 
at the site. However I do recognise 
that assessment alignment may be 
the stimulus for some of the “non-
posters” to begin to embrace this 
learning environment.
Finally gratitude must be expressed 
to the participants who “post” for 
without these students, this learn-
ing task would not eventuate. 
Students who opt not to take an 
active role need to recognise and 
respect the mores by which the 
“posting” students communicate 
with each other. It is probably 
not important whether students 
actively post or just read the post-
ings but by whatever channel they 
interact, that they do interact, and 
that they perceive that their learn-
ing has been enhanced. 
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Reading Gina Wisker’s The Good Supervisor reminded 
me to reflect on a whole slew of questions about the 
recent institutional focus on research supervision 
development. For instance–why the proliferation of 
scholarly research and narratives on the pedagogy 
of supervision development, now? Does it belong to 
the recent emphasis on the scholarship of teaching 
and learning now taking effect across universities, or 
is it better understood as part of the encroachment 
of quality agendas in research? In the same way that 
universities are encouraging a more public engagement 
with teaching and learning, are we now demanding 
the same for the professional development of research 
supervisors? Is this focus on research supervision devel-
opment yet another performative mechanism that Bill 
Readings (1996) laments is part of the University of 
Excellence, or might it be read more generously–as 
an attempt to support supervisors develop a theorised 
and coherent rationale for their practice–one that 
might help them act with confidence in their roles in 
a world that Ronald Barnett (2000) has described as 
supercomplex and radically unknowable? And what is 
the proper place of the research student’s experience 
in all this?
In the ITL’s work on the University’s Development 
Program for Research Higher Degree Supervision, 
these tensions are constantly being played out. Rather 
than seek their effacement or a simple resolution, our 
approach has been to hold up these tensions as a key 
part of a supervisor’s learning. Our program issues an 
invitation to research supervisors. It asks: ‘why do you 
supervise the way you do?’ In some cases, supervisors 
tell us that they supervise the way they were themselves 
supervised. Put simply: good supervision begets good 
supervision. It is the logic of the trickle-down effect. 
In other cases, supervisors tell us that their practice has 
been a reaction against their own experience of being 
supervised. Their focus is now on ensuring that their 
students are protected from either benign neglect or 
over-supervision. There is an appropriate balance to 
be struck–somewhere. What is educationally interest-
ing about both these responses is that they appear 
predicated on a notion 
that students have no, 
or an inadequate view 
of themselves as learn-
ers or researchers, or that 
whatever view they pos-
sess ought to be waylaid 
in favour of a research 
process that attempts to 
recuperate something of a 
master/apprentice model. 
Having experienced  the 
traumas and delights of 
the process, having received their PhD, and with a 
research-active reputation, the supervisor must know 
best. If there are any lessons to be carried over to the 
pedagogy of research supervision development, from 
the research into university teaching and learning, 
surely they are obvious ones: that good supervision 
encourages students to systematically and critically 
reflect on their learning so that they actively contrib-
ute to and shape it; that supervisors themselves take 
account of students’ views when planning their super-
vision strategies; and that learning for both students 
and supervisors is a collaborative activity that ought 
to be supported by community and collegial models 
of supervision (Pearson & Brew, 2002).  
The Good Supervisor is an effort to do precisely that 
work, and probably much more. Its strength lies in its 
detailed analysis of learning for both the student, and 
the supervisor. It is the latter that will prove purpose-
ful for supervisors who are interested in problematis-
ing their practice in order to develop a theorised and 
educational account of their supervision. The text is 
divided into four stages, (i) First Stages of Research 
Supervision-Getting Started; (ii) Establishing Research 
Processes and Practices; (iii) Working with Students-
Issues for Supervisors and (iv) Managing the Research 
Process to Completion and Beyond. It incorporates a 
comprehensive survey of the scholarly literature–every-
thing from developing a sense of personal readiness, to 
institutional programs for professional development. 
It includes tips, templates, questions to ask, tools 
and resources that any neophyte supervisor or recent 
PhD graduate moving into their first supervision will 
appreciate. Much of this work appears to be about 
supporting supervisors to unpack the assumptions of 
research they hold themselves, to analyse its effects on 
the supervisory process, to gauge how their views might 
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differ from students, together with understanding its 
implications and subsequent negotiations. At stage 
two, the emphasis is on how supervisors encourage 
students to engage in the conceptual work of crafting, 
articulating, troubling and evaluating their research 
program as a scholarly process. Along with the usual 
discussion of ethics and various methods, method-
ologies and theoretical frameworks, there is plenty of 
useful advice here for supervisors that is about growing 
students’ understandings of the need to write early, to 
solicit feedback, to critically inspect their own work, 
and to see it as connected to scholarly conversations 
taking place within particular communities of prac-
tice. Stage 3 is really about trying to account for the 
specificity of supervision in different contexts and 
for diverse cohorts of students, while stage 4 explores 
completion, the examination process and life beyond 
the thesis. Wisker doesn’t avoid the issue of power in the 
relationship either. Instead, she studies its operations 
and insinuations;  she offers supervisors an opportunity 
to consider their roles in light of it; and she examines 
how it can be made productive for learning.     
In a recent paper on the development of research super-
vision, Catherine Manathunga (2005) argues that all 
this work is about “turning the light on a private space”. 
What I think Wisker’s text does with enormous success, 
is that it opens out learning about supervision in ways 
that bring into focus the values and principles we hold 
dear about inquiry, research and scholarship. TP
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The Bologna 
Declaration: Why should 
we be interested?
European universities are experiencing 
major changes owing to the Bologna 
Declaration. This sets out a clear objec-
tive: to create a coherent European 
Higher Education Area with the aim 
of ensuring mobility and employabil-
ity throughout Europe and improving 
international competition and attrac-
tiveness of European higher education 
throughout the world. The Bologna 
Declaration includes a program of 
action including a common frame of 
reference to understand and compare 
diplomas, restructuring of undergradu-
ate and graduate programs, and the 
implementation of credit systems that 
are consistent with the European Credit 
Transfer and Accumulation System. For 
higher education in some European 
countries, the Declaration is having a 
major impact on curriculum change. 
But what are the implications for us in 
the rest of the world? A special issue of 
the International Journal for Academic 
Development examines this question. 
A number of case studies of implemen-
tation within Europe are presented 
and two commentaries from the USA 
(one by Bill McKeachie) discuss wider 
implications.
For further information see:http://
journalsonline.tandf.co.uk/link.
asp?id=Q608UCBHTY0J
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